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Introduction  
We as a library profession strive to provide the best possible service to our users, 
both young and old. Our collections reflect this ongoing process. A natural extension of 
the collection development process is to wonder what truly interests the readers 
themselves. Thus we have done much hypothesizing, surveying, and studying of the 
reading interest subject over the years. Many studies, both small and large scale, have 
been conducted by professionals in library science, education, and reading education. 
Trends have emerged over the years, but they are by no means concrete. Readers are 
fickle by nature and reading interests can change from one day to the next. This statement 
is even more applicable for children. As they age and mature, both physically and 
mentally, their reading interests and habits are constantly evolving. Most five-year-old 
children will not display interest in the same type of information as thirteen-year-old 
children on the brink of adolescence.  
Thus the profession stops every so often to take stock with respect to materials 
versus needs and desires. Are we giving them what they want to read? Should we give 
them what they want to read or what they need to read? Are we providing the necessary 
amount of fiction versus non-fiction materials? We attempt to answer these types of 
questions by studying the reader.  
Reading interest studies lack the definites found in other aspects of librarianship. 
We can answer how many registered library users we have in each age group, we can 
answer what books circulated often during the last year, we can answer the dollar 
amounts of our book buying budgets, but we cannot list with full certainty all of the 
reading interests of our library users. We generally operate on the stereotypical 
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assumptions of what people will want, but we truly do not know for each individual. 
Housewives might have an interest in rebuilding a classic car. Boys might have interests 
ranging from cars to cookie baking, while little girls might have a growing interest in 
sports and technology rather than dolls and teatime.  
As our society constantly evolves, so does our library clientele. With the ever-
changing flow of information using various forms of technology, we as a library and 
information science profession are exploring the possibilities of the future, along with the 
standard operating procedures of today’s library environment. This master’s paper was 
done in this sense of library exploration and was designed to explore three questions. 
Research Questions 
 The following questions were asked by this study: 
1. Are there gender differences evident in children’s reading interests? 
2. Are there age differences evident in children’s reading interests? 
3. Does this study mirror or contradict prior reading interest studies? 
Study Significance 
Previous educational research has repeatedly proven that reading interests 
strongly correlate to reading activity. As this correlation between reading and child 
development has become so well established, education and library science professionals 
have been continually striving to encourage children into becoming active and lifelong 
readers. An important aspect of this development is reading interest knowledge. Having a 
sense of what a child enjoys reading will increase the likelihood that a child will connect 
with some sort of reading interest. This study attempts to uncover the current interests of 
children of all ages. Interests are influenced by factors such as age and gender, thus I am 
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examining interests with respect to such factors. With so many other obligations 
consuming the attention of today’s children, establishing a reading connection is vitally 
important for the educational development of children. Jacob Getzels best summed up the 
importance of this research with this comment: “For I believe, first, that, if we do not 
succeed in engaging our children’s interests in reading, they will not learn to read; and 
second, that the reading interests our children acquire and maintain are a matter of crucial 
concern to a democratic society (Getzels 1956, 5).  
Literature Review 
Reading interest studies for children and young adults have blossomed from small 
personal projects to large, research oriented studies over the past 150 years. What began 
as a small-scale individual interest project has developed into a vital aspect of reading 
education and librarianship. Only eight studies were conducted to research the reading 
interests of elementary school children before 1920. In the following decade only twenty-
four more studies were done. According to James McKay, the earliest study pertaining to 
secondary school students was done in 1889 by M.B. True, who examined student library 
withdrawals in a small town environment.  
Studies of reading interests continued to grow from this initial research project. In 
1897 Russell and Bullock questioned middle and high school age children about their 
reading preferences, H.C. Henderson studied the responses of 300 children with regards 
to categories and sex, and Shaw studied the book choices of 900 students to investigate 
sex differences in book selection. From these early studies, the field continued to evolve, 
and extensive studies were done in 1926 by Terman and Lima, Washborne and Vogel, 
and Jordan (McKay 1968). From humble beginnings the field of reading interest research 
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has moved to the forefront of childhood reading education research over the years. Over 
300 studies on reading interest were done by 1967. Extensive research continued into the 
1970s, while the 1980s and 1990s saw less research, but displayed an ongoing 
commitment to reading interest research (Kimmins 1986). Many studies have been done 
on this subject, as both librarians and educators wrestle with reading topics. “There are 
two common findings from the considerable research into factors affecting children’s 
reading interests. These two findings are that the child’s age (Huus 1977) and gender 
(Johnson & Greenbaum 1982) influence the types of books that interest children” 
(Hummel and Fisher 1985, 470). Much of the research has focused on three particular 
aspects of reading interest that relate to this particular study: age, sex, and genres.  
Age Studies- children 
Studies on reading interest have been done with regards to both young children 
and young adults, but rarely together. Elementary grade children are usually studied by 
one grade, or in groups of three grades, such as 4th, 5th, and 6th graders. Often the 
participating children are interviewed and/or asked to fill out a reading survey. In some 
cases, many children were studied, while in others only a very small sample was used to 
reach conclusions. Wolfson, Manning, and Manning assessed the reading interests of 415 
individual Alabama students, while Snellman’s study on reading interest was given to 23 
sixth-grade students in rural Virginia.  
Three notable exceptions to this generalization on age separation are the Beta 
Upsilon, Chiu, and Greenwood studies. The Beta Upsilon Chapter of Pi Lambda Theta 
collected information from 811 responding children in 1974 and studied information 
pertaining to seven through twelve year olds. In 1984 Lian-Hwang Chiu conducted a 
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sample of 1131 children in grades 1 through 6 to investigate reading attitudes and 
interests. In 1988 Greenlaw spoke with 1,240 students in grades 4 through 12 to discover 
“What they like to read and how they chose books.” 
In her 1985 article discussing our knowledge of children’s reading, Adele Fasick 
comments that “one of the most noticeable differences in reading interests is based on 
age: young children choose different books than older ones do...A study in Hawaii shows 
the complementary rise of realistic fiction and the drop in imaginative literature by grade. 
As the interest in realistic fiction rises, the reading of imaginative literature declines” 
(Fasick 1985, 18). Chiu found that make-believe stories were often chosen by younger 
children but fell in popularity once students started fourth grade (Chiu 1984). Of course 
there have also been studies that found no significant difference based on age. Intonato’s 
study of fourth and sixth graders in 1989 found no significant differences for the grade 
variable (Intonato). The age factor is apparent when reported favorite genres of readers 
are calculated, but the significance is much weaker than the sex factor. 
Age studies- young adults 
 Young adults of today spend the majority of their time reading books assigned 
for school. When they do read for pleasure, young adults read books, newspapers, and 
magazines. A recent study conducted via the internet at the SmartGirl.com website asked 
participants “Which of the following do you read? Check all that apply.” The results of 
the study, Table 1, are as follows: 
Table 1 
Reading Material     Total % % Girls % Boys 
Books assigned for class    81 85 76 
Books I read outside of class for pleasure   65 75 50 
Newspapers     59 59 58 
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Fashion/Beauty magazines    48 77 6 
Cereal boxes, instructional pamphlets   48 53 41 
Music/Computers/Entertainment magazines  48 46 50 
School papers or other newsletters   47 55 35 
Sports magazines     42 27 64 
Online websites or webzines    42 45 37 
Puzzles/Games/Humor magazines   35 35 35 
Comic books or graphic novels    33 27 42 
News magazines     32 33 31 
Magazines about video games    23 7 47 
Computer manuals/other electronic equipment manuals 15 10 24 
None of the above     2 1 4 
 
This study’s results run counter to the idea that young adults never read for fun. 
They are in fact reading, and professionals continue to attempt to uncover just what type 
of materials and topics they are choosing to read in their spare time. Just as children have 
obvious preferences for certain types of works, young adults display definite preferences 
for particular types of literature. The middle schoolers in Higginbotham’s survey strongly 
preferred humor and horror, along with mystery, historical fiction, adventure, science 
fiction, and animals. Whittemore’s reading interest survey of 449 senior and sophomore 
high school students revealed that popular genres include horror, mystery, adventure, and 
romance. Table 2 shows the number of times a particular genre was selected, along with 
the percentage of total students surveyed (Whittemore 1992): 
Table 2 
Students Favorite Types of Novels F % 
Horror/Occult/Supernatural 234 52.20 
Mystery/Spy/Suspense 199 44.40 
Adventure/Action/War 184 41.10 
Romance 160 35.00 
Realism/Teenage problems 152 33.90 
Science fiction/fantasy 133 29.70 
Sport stories  116 25.90 
Historical 55 12.30 
Western 24 5.40 
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Other 29 6.50 
 
Gender-related studies 
Gender plays a large role in reading interest. Even the earliest reading interest 
research reveals a strong relationship between gender and interest. Thorndike conducted a 
study in 1941 and found that “sex is conspicuously more important than age or 
intelligence as a determiner of reported interest patterns within the range of ten-to fifteen-
year-old children studied.” (Rankin 1944, 8). Terman and Lima concluded from their 
research that “in fiction boys usually demand plenty of adventure and rigorous action. 
The great field of girls’ reading is the story of home or school life” (Rankin 1944, 8). A 
survey of current reading interests done nearly thirty years later in 1956 contained the 
same gender reading trends similar to those seen in current readers. Alice Wickens stated 
that boys like biography and history, inventions and mechanics, adventure stories, and 
tales of athletic prowess and girls enjoy books of home and school life (Wickens 1956, 
62). A large study by George Norvell in 1958 found that several factors influence the 
reading choices of both boys and girls. Norvell concluded that girls were influenced by 
the following factors: adventure, home and school life, animals, mystery, romantic love, 
and older characters. His studies found that boys were influenced by this set of factors: 
adventure, physical struggle, animals, courage, heroism, humor, and older male 
characters (Norvell 1958). In 1979 Feeley found that in fourth and fifth graders “boys 
preferred to read in categories of sports, media, historical-adventure, informational, and 
fun-fantasy, while girls preferred to choose from the media, animals, fun-fantasy, social 
empathy, and sports categories (Snellman 1993, 9). Wolfson, Manning, and Manning 
continued the study of gender and interest in 1984. Their results found that boys and girls 
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interest differences were shown in six categories: adventure, machines and applied 
science, animals, multi-ethnic, family life and children, and fine and applied arts. “More 
boys expressed interest than girls in adventure, machines and applied science, and 
animals. Girls expressed more interest in multi-ethnic, family life and children, and fine 
and applied arts” (Wolfson, Manning, and Manning 1984, 7). Greenlaw found that when 
she divided her results by gender, boys preferred sports, science fiction, and 
informational books and girls preferred poetry and movie magazines. In 1993 Snellman 
studied the reading interests of Virginia sixth graders and had similar findings. The 
following Table 3 is a breakdown of Snellman’s results: 
 
Table 3 
Category Overall Girls Boys 
Mystery 70 90 54 
Humorous 70 60 77 
Adventure 57 50 62 
Magazines 43 30 54 
Scary /Ghost Stories 39 40 38 
Science fiction 35 20 46 
Science 35 20 46 
Riddles, Joke, Puzzles 35 30 38 
Historical Fiction 30 50 15 
“How-to” Books 30 30 31 
Classics 26 30 23 
Nature 26 10 38 
Fables and Myths 26 20 31 
Hobbies 22 10 31 
Fantasy stories 22 10 31 
Geography 22 10 31 
Comic books 22 10 31 
Sports  22 20 23  
History 17 10 23 
People of other lands 17 10 23 
Motorcycles and Minibikes 17 10 23 
Animal stories 13 - 23 
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Friendships and Families 13 30 - 
Fairy tales 9 20 - 
Poetry 9 10 8 
Religion 9 - 15 
Newspapers 9 10 8 
Romance 4 10 - 
Biographies 4 10 - 
Art and Music 4 - 8 
 
Mary Ann Berry studied the personal reading interests of public school third, 
fourth, and fifth graders in Arkansas and found similar results. Boys displayed interest in 
animal stories, historical nonfiction, how-to-do-it, and sports. Girls from Berry’s study 
were interested in animal stories, historical fiction, fairy tales, modern fantasy, children 
of the United States, children of other lands, and mystery (Berry 1991, 54). Table 4 
below provides the ranked means by sex of Berry’s study participants.  
Table 4 
   Female (N=508) Male (N=527)  
Category   Rank Mean Rank Mean  
Mystery   1 1.424 1 1.283  
Modern Fantasy  2 1.421 5 1.114  
Fairy Tales  3 1.39 12 0.717  
Children of U.S.  4 1.379 13 0.674  
Adventure   5 1.125 6 1.075  
Animal   6 1.023 11 0.787  
Biography   7 1 8 0.978  
Historical Fiction  8 0.954 10 0.846  
Tall Tales   9 0.932 4 1.187  
Sports   10 0.846 1 1.48  
How-to-do-it  11 0.845 3 1.269  
Science   12 0.827 9 0.89  
Children of other Lands 13 0.812 0.812 0.632  
Historical Nonfiction  14 0.793 7 1.033  
 
Higginbotham surveyed the reading interests of sixth, seventh, and eight graders 
and reported that males preferred sports and science, while females had a stronger interest 
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in romance, friendship, animal stories, adventure, and historical fiction (Higginbotham 
1999). Jo Ann Intonato studied the reading interests of fourth through sixth graders and 
found that boys showed more interest in science, mechanical magazines, and sports 
(Intonato 1989). Larsen’s research findings of fourth through sixth grade readers in North 
Carolina also found that girls showed a strong interest in historical fiction (Larsen 1999). 
Mellon collected information from over 400 students across the state of North Carolina in 
1992 and found that “boys mentioned science fiction and books about sports, cars, real 
people, and real things, while girls like stories about girls their own ages and collected 
series books, such as The Babysitter’s Club” (Mellon 1992, 40). Elizabeth Hoffman’s 
article discussing children’s literature sums up the appeal of these books with this 
statement: “As children begin to develop some proficiency in reading, they find authors 
that write about their interests – personal growth, family relationships, school activities. 
Each year a new group of children discover Judy Blume, Ellen Conford, Paula Danziger, 
S.E. Hinton and others whose books talk to them in their own language” (Hoffman 1984, 
125).  Mellon also observed that “older girls liked looking at fashion and beauty 
magazines while older boys enjoyed magazines about sports and cars” (Mellon 1992, 40).  
The influence of gender on reading interest continues as readers enter the 
adolescent years. Thomason reported that sophomore boys like to read science fiction, 
adventure, mystery, sports and short stories and sophomore girls like to read romances, 
mystery, and adventure (Thomason 1983). Kimmins studied the reading interest of 
emotionally disturbed boys ages 11 to 15. She found that the boys chose the following 
interest categories often: sports, contemporary life, science, religion, and biography 
(Kimmins 1986). Glenda T. Childress examined the gender gap in the library and 
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hypothesized when this gap forms. “According to the old Freudian ‘latency period’ 
theory, boys and girls inevitably (at around the age of eight) begin to shun each other’s 
company and interests and to identify with the roles modeled by their own sex” 
(Langerman 1990, 134). Regardless of their reasons for existence, gender differences in 
literary development and choice have been repeatedly documented using qualitative and 
quantitative methods. 
Genre studies 
Young readers revel in escape literature in a variety of forms – mystery, 
adventure, fantasy, or science fiction books dealing with para-normal experiences are 
increasing in popularity, whether fact or fiction (Hoffman 1984). Genre related fiction 
provides the escape that readers are seeking. Their choices are not always predictable, as 
“Children’s preferences in reading vary widely at each age and grade level” (Grann 1947, 
216). Snellman found that students had a very broad range of reading interests (Snellman 
1993). Despite this diversity of particular interests, one constant remains: children and 
young adults greatly enjoy genre-based reading materials. Genre and interest evaluative 
studies reveal strong preferences for these genres: animals, mystery, science, and science 
fiction. In 1974 Beta Upsilon analyzed the interests of 811 children ranging in age from 
7-12 years old. The study reported that animals was the favorite category for both sexes 
in all ages of their study. The seven-year-olds displayed a large interest in animals- 
ranging from dogs, cats, and birds to rabbits, chipmunks, and turtles (Beta Upsilon 1974). 
Chiu’s study ten years later found that animals, make-believe, mystery, and people were 
the most popular categories with readers in her study (Chiu 1984, 961). The following, 
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Table 5, displays Chiu’s categories and percentage that each category was chosen by 
participants.  
Table 5 
Category  % chosen 
Animals  35 
Make-believe 15 
Mystery  9 
People  9 
Sports  7 
Science  6 
Social studies 5 
Comedy  4 
Adventures  4 
Transportation 3 
Science Fiction 3 
Romance  3 
Poetry  3 
 
 Snellman’s study of sixth graders in rural Virginia supports the popularity of 
genre literature. “Mystery and humorous categories were slightly more preferred than 
others” (Snellman 1993, 32). A Waldenbooks readers’ survey reinforced these findings. 
Twenty-seven percent of the Waldenbooks kids’ club respondents listed mystery as their 
favorite type of book (“Waldenbooks” 1988). Berry’s study of Arkansas third, fourth, and 
fifth graders included an open-ended inquiry to allow the children to write down their 
favorite author. Her analysis of the data shows that third grade boys and girls listed 
animal genre books as their favorites, while mystery was the most listed by fourth grade 
girls, fifth grade girls, and fifth grade boys (Berry 1991).  
 
Multiple factors involved 
Some studies directly relate to multiple factors, such as genre and gender. Stanley 
Bank surveyed the reading interests of 844 students in sixth through twelfth grade in ten 
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schools in the New York metropolitan area in 1986. The students who participated in the 
study were asked to answer questionnaires regarding their voluntary reading choices. His 
brief report in Educational Research Quarterly lists the percentage of students interested 
in particular topics (Table 6). 
Table 6 
Percentage of Students Reading Each Topic Voluntarily by Factors Studied 
Topic     Percent      Male     Female 
Young People or teens 58.8  34 80 
Mysteries   58.1  48 67 
Humor   55.2    
Adventure   53.2    
Love   52.7  27 82 
Sex   52.7  57 49 
Movies   51.4    
Famous people  49.2  42 55 
Romances   49.1  27 73 
Horror stories  48.3  44 53 
Sports   47.3  71 27 
Growing up  45.1  24 63 
Crime   43.5    
Movie or TV Stars  42.8  35 49 
Fashion   39.3  18 57 
News   37.4  42 34 
Hobbies   35.8  40 32 
Fantasy/Science Fiction 33.1  39 28 
Animals   32.2  38 28 
History   31.5  37 27 
Current Events  28.9    
Television   28    
Music   24.8    
Social Problems  23.3  14 31 
Science   22.9  32 15 
Space   22.9  38 10 
Food or cooking  22.7  11 33 
Personal Health  22.7    
Supernatural  22.4    
 
 
The pace at which research studies on the reading interests of children and young 
adult were being produced has slowed considerably in recent years. “Overall, the research 
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studies that have been conducted are inconclusive and/or unpredictable. Geographic 
location or small sampling of subjects limits them. Due to the lack of extensive research 
studies and problems of the conducted survey studies, more scientific studies need to be 
conducted in the near future” (Whittemore 1992,10). Greater numbers of reading interest 
studies including a wide age group of children and young adults would certainly benefit 
those working with children of all ages. Many studies have been done on one specific 
grade or age, rather than one stage of life or school. 
Researchers and practicing educational professionals alike realize the absolute 
necessity of continuing this type of reading interest research. “Only by knowing our 
students, talking to them, observing, and surveying their choices can we build a program 
that will not only meet the objectives of the curriculum, but be of interest to the students” 
(VanNord 1980, 66). Our ultimate goal is to enable and empower a generation of readers. 
With continued research on children and young adult interests we will uncover the keys 
to making this goal a reality. 
Research Methodology 
In previous reading interest studies the method most often chosen for conducting 
research has been the survey. Time and time again researchers selected a representative 
research group then conducted a study using a questionnaire or interview format. The 
validity of such methods has long since been investigated and supported by the academic 
community. “Generally, a relatively small amount of information is collected from one 
individual…there is normally no attempt to manipulate variables, or control conditions, 
as would be the case in experimentation. Samples are well suited to descriptive studies” 
(Robson 1993, 49). 
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The responses for this study’s data set were collected by the State Library of 
North Carolina during the summer of 2000.  Both public and school libraries participated 
in a state library reading enrichment program entitled “The very best place to start.” One 
aspect of “the very best place to start” campaign was the Start Me Up! Game. Entries 
were collected from participating institutions during National Library Week, Saturday, 
April 8, 2000 to Saturday, April 15, 2000.  
The project was 100% supported with federal LSTA funds made possible through 
a grant from the Institute of Museum and Library Services, administered by the State 
Library of North Carolina, a division of the North Carolina Department of Cultural 
Resources. Children were asked to provide personal information on the front side of the 
card, which includes name, home address, home phone number, age, and the site of 
response. On the back side of the card respondents were asked these four questions: 
“What would you like to know more about?”, “Ask your librarian where to start. By the 
way, who is your librarian?”, “Where did your librarian tell you to start?”, and “Name the 
most interesting thing you found out.” A raffle was conducted using the cards at the 
conclusion of the week. Institutional and state-provided prizes such as computers, games, 
and free tickets were motivation for children and young adults to participate in the 
program. 
Roughly 150,000 of these response cards were returned to the North Carolina 
state library at the conclusion of this particular program. We randomly drew 1,000 of 
these cards from the 150,000 for this pilot study and recorded name, age, sex, reading 
interest, and source recommended by librarian. Program participants could fill out as 
many cards as they chose, so duplicates were found. Of the duplicate cards found for 
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individuals, one was randomly chosen for inclusion in the data set using a random 
number generator. 
 Once the cards had been drawn and entered into our database, meta-categories 
were assigned to each of the informational requests. Meta-categories were given to allow 
for data analysis. Each informational inquiry could not be individually compared against 
one another, thus we assigned categories and grouped questions according to our best 
judgment. Reading interest categories were chosen based on work of prior studies and the 
most appropriate category for the question. For example, the computer category includes 
informational inquiries on how to use computers, the history of computers, and the 
internet. The animal category contains both household pets and animals of the wild. Any 
type of animal informational inquiry was grouped together under animals. The biography 
category includes biographies of artists, authors, athletes, and others. If a student 
displayed interest in a particular professional athlete, the question was considered by the 
researchers to be a biography related question despite its sports orientation.  
 After each of the one thousand informational requests was assigned a category, 
the category assignments were reviewed by my advisor and myself, thus reducing the 
chance of error through inter-coder reliability.  
 
Assumptions: 
1. Children and young adults are capable of indicating their own reading interests on 
the survey form-- by themselves or with adult supervision. 
2. Children and young adults will be more likely to read materials for which they 
have displayed interest. 
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3. Survey respondents are replying from various library locations within the state of 
North Carolina. 
Definitions:  
Reading: “recognizing and interpreting symbolic language and interacting with it. 
This interaction may be any degree of acceptance or rejection of what is 
stated; enjoyment of the language itself; retention of fact, feeling, or 
inspiration; stimulation to create; or any number of other positive or negative 
reactions” (Anderson 1968, 19).  
Interest: “activities for which we have liking or disliking and which we go 
toward or away from, or concerning which we at least continue or discontinue 
the status quo; furthermore, they may or may not be preferred to other 
interests and they may continue over varying intervals of time” (Witty 1960, 
6). 
Reading Interest: “an area of reading that is done for relaxation, amusement, or 
fulfillment and is guided by interest other than those related to educational or 
vocational obligations.” (Berry 1991, 14) 
Limitations: 
1. The researcher had no control over the layout, information requested, and 
wording of open-ended questions asked on the survey form.  
2. This was designed as a pilot study to look at general trends in reading interests. It 
was not meant to gauge individual interests.  
3. When considering the reliability of any reading interest inventory one must keep 
in mind that children’s interests are typically unstable. Any reading interest 
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instrument is planned to produce an indication of the current reading interests at 
the time of the study, not provide the definitive answers to reading interest 
inquiries. 
 
Results 
 The age distribution of the study participants was not nearly as even as the gender 
representation.  The guidelines for the very best place to start campaign allowed all 
children under the age of 18 to fill out an entry form. We had nine responses from very 
young children, who were obviously assisted by adults in filling out the survey 
information and open-ended question answers. Similarly, we had a small number of 
responses from the other end of our age distribution, the eighteen-year-olds. Only 12 
responses out of our 1000 studied were eighteen years old. The majority of our study 
participants were between the ages of 7 to 13 years old. Out of the one thousand 
respondents, this age range constitutes 76% of the returned surveys. The graph below 
provides the age, percent of the whole that age group represents, and the actual number of 
responses entered into our data set. 
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Reading Interest Meta-category Issues 
The following table (Table 7) lists the total number of responses and the percentage of 
the total found for each individual meta-category assigned to interest inquiries in the 
study.  
Table 7 
Reading Interests Responses Percent Response 
animals 344 34.4% 
science 114 11.4% 
sports 107 10.7% 
literature 76 7.6% 
biography 42 4.2% 
history 41 4.1% 
geography 39 3.9% 
computers 31 3.1% 
careers 25 2.5% 
vehicles 21 2.1% 
music 19 1.9% 
health 18 1.8% 
collection 15 1.5% 
education 15 1.5% 
games 14 1.4% 
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crafts 8 0.8% 
fashion/beauty 8 0.8% 
supernatural 8 0.8% 
food 6 0.6% 
art 5 0.5% 
holidays 4 0.4% 
languages 4 0.4% 
magic 4 0.4% 
drugs 3 0.3% 
facts 3 0.3% 
law 3 0.3% 
love 3 0.3% 
media 3 0.3% 
business 2 0.2% 
children 2 0.2% 
construction 2 0.2% 
pirates 2 0.2% 
sex 2 0.2% 
architecture 1 0.1% 
codes 1 0.1% 
demographics 1 0.1% 
fantasy 1 0.1% 
flags 1 0.1% 
jokes 1 0.1% 
military 1 0.1% 
 
The thirteen most popular categories that emerged from this study were: animals, 
science, literature, sports, geography, biography, history, computers, health, careers, 
music, vehicles, and games. The collection and education categories were not included 
here since they were generic interests in administrative issues or reading and math. 
Categories which were only mentioned once include military, jokes, flags, fantasy, 
demographics, codes, and architecture. Table 8 below is a breakdown of the 13 most 
popular meta-categories listed by study participants. Responses have been subdivided by 
gender and provide the actual number of requests from the thousand responses analyzed.  
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Table 8 
Meta-category Female Responses Male Responses 
animals 200 144 
science 46 68 
literature 45 31 
sports 31 76 
geography 28 11 
biography 19 23 
history 18 23 
computers 16 15 
health  12 0 
careers 10 15 
music 10 0 
vehicles 0 15 
games 0 11 
 
The distribution of informational interests is listed in Table 9 below with regards 
to gender. The most popular meta-category for both males and females was animals. This 
category was the overwhelming favorite interest of the children who turned in the survey 
cards. Over a third of the total female respondents were interested in some type of 
animal. Other popular categories include science, literature, sports, biography, history, 
and computers. There is not a large difference between the informational interests of male 
versus female readers. Females do display an interest in health and musical information 
that is not shared by the males, who instead were interested in vehicles and games. 
Table 9 
 
Meta-
category Female Responses  
Meta-
category 
Male 
Responses 
animals 200  animals 144 
science 46  sports 76 
literature 45  science 68 
sports 31  literature 31 
geography 28  biography 23 
biography 19  history 23 
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history 18  careers 15 
computers 16  computers 15 
health  12  vehicles 15 
careers 10  games 11 
music 10  geography 11 
education 8  collection 9 
crafts 7  music 9 
collection 6  education 7 
fashion/beauty 6  health 6 
supernatural 6  magic 4 
vehicles 6  art 3 
facts 3  food 3 
food 3  construction 2 
games 3  fashion/beauty 2 
holidays 3  languages 2 
art 2  supernatural 2 
children 2  architecture 1 
drugs 2  business 1 
languages 2  codes 1 
law 2  crafts 1 
love 2  demographics 1 
sex 2  drugs 1 
business 1  fantasy 1 
flags 1  holidays 1 
media 1  jokes 1 
pirates 1  law 1 
   love 1 
   
media 1 
   military 1 
   pirates 1 
 
 
The following graphs break down each of the thirteen most popular genres by age and 
gender in order of interest.  It is important to remember the small “n” at the edges of the 
age ranges.  This limited size may account for precipitous changes in apparent interest 
(i.e., if one of the twelve 18-year-olds shows an interest in a particular topic, the resulting 
shift is 8%, while if one of the 133 10-year-olds did so, the impact is only 0.7%). 
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ANIMALS - interest by gender across ages
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Both males and females in this study showed a strong interest in materials which dealt 
with animals.  Although initially divergent, with two-year-old females displaying no 
interest and two-year-old males displaying nearly forty percent interest, interest in 
animals followed relatively the same age patterns for males and females.  The younger 
age groups had high interest in animals.  Once participants reach six or seven years old 
the strong interest in animals begins to decline, falling to little to no interest once the 
participants are finishing high school. 
 
 28 
 
 
 
SCIENCE - interest by gender across ages
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Interest in science related materials is second only to animals, but reaches its limit at a 
little over ten percent of the total.  Males display a slightly greater interest in science than 
females for almost every age group, with the exception of eleven and twelve-year-old 
participants.  Science interests all ages, but interest fluctuates from year to year, as seen 
in the above graph. 
SPORTS - interest by gender across ages
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 Strong interest in sports was seen for almost every age and gender group.  Males 
displayed a greater interest in the sports genre in general.  Large differences in interest 
between the sexes are noticeable in the eight to twelve and fourteen through seventeen 
years.  However, the interest in sports peaks with both sexes at eighteen years of age.  
LITERATURE - interest by gender across ages
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The literature genre was popular with the young and older participants, but 
dropped with the middle age group of seven to thirteen.  The middle age group indicated 
a literature interest of less than five percent.  The strongest interest was indicated by older 
teenage males, with approximately fifteen percent of interest in the subject.  The overall 
interest in literature was stronger for girls except at 17 years.  The increase in literature 
interest among the 15-17 age range could be due in part to heavy literature reading 
assignments in high school English instruction.  As they are exposed to greater amounts 
of literature their interest in literature might be sparked. 
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BIOGRAPHY - interest by gender across ages
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The interest in biographies varies greatly depending on the age and sex of the 
respondents.  Older females in the study had the greatest interest in biographies (9%), but 
interest is also seen in six, eight, and eleven-year-old females.  Fifteen and sixteen-year-
old girls had the greatest interest in the biography genre.  The peak interest for males 
occurs at nine years of age, with just under 5% indicating interest in biographical 
information.  Biography is a fairly popular category for thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen-
year-olds, but as the young adults near the end of high school their interest in reading 
biographies declines sharply. 
 31 
 
 
 
HISTORY - interest by gender across ages
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History was of little interest to our very young participants, but this interest steadily rises 
during the middle years, and peaks during the high school years.  The interest of females 
rises during the ages of nine to twelve, then drops during the early teen years, only to rise 
again during the ages of fifteen to eighteen.  The interest of males experiences the same 
highs and lows, but not to such a large degree. 
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GEOGRAPHY - interest by gender across ages
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Geography is another genre that experiences precipitous highs and lows with regards to 
interest.  For the most part, females display a greater interest in the topic than males in 
the study.  The peak year of interest for females is fifteen years old. 
COMPUTERS - interest by gender across ages
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In the past computer and technology interests were primarily displayed by male subjects.  
The above graph displays how technology interests have become more gender neutral.  In 
some cases, female interest was much stronger than males, especially in the 13-14 age 
range.  However, there is a marked drop in interest after this peak.  The interest in 
computers varies greatly by age and gender.  When one age and gender group indicates 
interest, the other gender in the same age group displays little to no interest, as in the case 
of five, eight, and nine-year-olds.  
HEALTH - interest by gender across ages
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Very little interest in the health genre is demonstrated in this study.  Only when 
participants start to mature and are young adults do they display an interest in health 
issues, such as disease and teen pregnancy.    Female interest is also generally higher, 
with the exception of four-year-old males. 
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CAREERS - interest by gender across ages
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Strong interest in careers is initially seen, but this trend is likely due in large part to the 
small sample size for the younger survey respondents.  Little overall interest in careers 
was found.  As the children mature and enter junior high and high school the interest in 
careers steadily rises, peaking at seventeen years old for males and fifteen years old for 
females.  One curious trend seen is the roughly equal interest at the age of fifteen and 
drop in interest at the age of sixteen for both males and females.  The interest of both the 
sexes dropped at age sixteen and rose again with seventeen-year-olds.  This may be a 
small sample size effect. 
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MUSIC - interest by gender across ages
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Musical interest is not demonstrated by the children and young adults in this study until 
the age of six and varies greatly from six to eighteen.  The strongest interest in music is 
seen in the later teen years. Interest peaks for both genders at seventeen.  Teens of 
fourteen, fifteen, and sixteen did not display a great deal of interest in music.  One factor 
to remember is the low response rate of teenagers and the smaller sample size.  If more 
teens had returned response cards, the music reading interest would likely be much higher 
than it is.  The female interest fluctuates more than the male interest in music. 
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VEHICLES - interest by gender across ages
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Vehicles is the category which encompasses all forms of transportation.  It is 
common knowledge among practicing librarians that many little boys love all kinds of 
vehicles, from trucks to trains to airplanes. The interest seen in our study peaked at three 
years of age, when twenty-five percent of the response was inquiring about some form of 
vehicle.  Interest is also seen in young adult males, specifically sixteen-year-old males, 
with a  rekindled interest in cars.  Female interest in vehicles is also present, as fourteen-
year-old girls displayed roughly a five percent interest in vehicles. 
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GAMES - interest by gender across ages
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Games is a genre with typically male-dominated interest.  The results of this study 
reinforce the general trends with regards to games.  Under the games category we 
included traditional games, as well as current pop culture games, like Pokemon.  Games 
appear to be especially popular with eight, nine, and fourteen-year-olds boys.  Boys 
display a much greater interest in playing these types of games.  Female interest in this 
genre only hits 1% at its peak and is for the most part non-existent. 
 
Age Issues 
One of the research questions of this study asks if age has a direct effect on the 
informational interests of the reader. The following graphs will show the distribution of 
reading interests by age of the study participants. The graph below has the age and 
reading interests of the two, three, four, and five-year-old participants in the study.  The 
majority of the total study participants were between the ages of seven to thirteen years 
old. Very few responses were turned in by the younger and older ends of the eligible age 
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group, thus the less represented age groups have been graphed together for examination 
purposes. 
 The cards returned by two-year-old children expressed interest in topics which 
were grouped under the following four categories: animals, careers, education, and 
vehicles. The career label was assigned to an inquiry dealing with dancers. The education 
category was assigned to an inquiry which asked for information on reading groups. 
Three-year-olds in our data set expressed interest in three categories: animals, vehicles, 
and the supernatural (monsters). Animals, construction, health, literature, sports, and 
vehicles were listed by four-year-olds in the study.  Five-year-old children indicated 
interest in animals, love, science, sports, vehicles, biography, and collection. The 
dominance of the animal category can be seen starting with our earliest age group. 
Animal information was in high demand with this age group. Animals was the highest 
rated category for two, three, four and five-year-old response cards. In this study, the 
childhood fascination with monsters first appears with the three-year-old age group. 
Diversity of interests begins to appear with the four and five-year-olds, who list twice as 
many different categories of interest as the three-year-olds. Five-year-olds appear to have 
a greater interest in love and science than younger participants. One important factor 
influencing the expressed interests of this age range is the involvement of adult 
assistance. Parents or librarians obviously helped the younger children – if only with the 
actual writing – participate in the contest.  
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Reading Interests of 6-7-year-olds
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Interests continue to diversify as the responses of the six and seven-year-olds 
were analyzed, but animals is still the favorite category. Six and seven-year-olds display 
an even greater interest in information about animals than the younger age group. Animal 
related interests were written down by more than 60% of all six and seven-year-olds who 
returned a card. Children who did not express interest in animals primarily listed inquiries 
dealing with literature, science, and sports. Other interests common to the group as a 
whole, such as biography, computers, geography, and holidays first appear with this age 
group. 
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Reading Interests of 8-year-olds
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 Eight-year-old interests are broader than the younger children, but remain largely 
concerned with animals. Animals comprised over forty percent of the returned responses 
from this age group. A little over ten percent of the remaining inquiries were interested in 
science, while literature, sports, and biography round out the top five choices of eight-
year-old children. Supernatural interests are not as popular with this age, as this category 
finished last in the category order, composing less than 5% of the total inquires posed.  
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Reading Interests of 9-year-olds
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 Animals continues to be the top category requested. Roughly thirty percent of the 
nine-year-old age group requested animal information. Science was the second most 
popular category, with close to twenty percent of the group indicating interest in some 
aspect of science. The third category of interest to nine-year-olds was sports. The interest 
in sports information, whether it be about a specific sport or professional team, begins to 
rise with this group. Traditionally popular interests of literature, history, biography, and 
geography were also expressed. A very small percentage, less than 5%, of the nine-year-
olds were interested in holidays, food, and sex.   
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Reading Interests of 10-year-olds
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Ten-year-olds had the same diversity of interests as those respondents a year 
younger, but their information inquiries were more concentrated on the most popular 
categories. The top six interests comprise the majority of the interests recorded. Animals, 
science, literature, sports, biography, geography, and history were of utmost interest to 
the nine-year-old participants. Animals continues to heavily outweigh all other categories 
listed. Science, the second highest category, has less than half the number of animal 
requests at just under fifteen percent.  
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Reading Interests of 11-year-olds
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 The animals category continued to be popular with eleven-year-olds, but was less 
of the total response than in younger age groups. A little over thirty percent of eleven-
year-old male and female participants were interested in some type of animal 
information. The expressed reading interest in sports rose several percentage points from 
the ten-year-old age group. Several subject categories were mentioned, but not strongly 
represented by reader response. Such categories include: children, codes, collection, 
crafts, fantasy, and magic. 
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Reading Interests of 12-year-olds
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The reading interests of twelve-year-olds consist mainly of animals, sports, 
science, and literature. The demand for animal information continues to drop with this 
age group, as roughly 25% had information interests in animals. 
 
Reading Interests of 13-year-olds
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The thirteen-year-old reading interest research results indicate that animals is once 
again a popular category with approximately 25% of this age group. However, sports 
continued to rise in popularity from the nine-year-old group on. Sports is the second most 
requested category with just under 20% of the total responses devoted to any type of 
sports information. 
  The following graph provides the reading interests of the fourteen through 
eighteen-year-olds who were included in the sample.  The reading interests for this age 
group begin to shift away from the most popular category in the data set – animals. 
Sports is almost equal to animals with the younger end, the fourteen-year-olds, and 
becomes more popular as the ages rise. Sports is the most popular category of those on 
the brink of adulthood, eighteen-year-olds. Of note in this graph is the popularity of 
health-related questions. Only a few of the younger age groups expressed an interest in 
this category. The young adults apparently have a much stronger interest in health 
information, as health was the most popular category for the fifteen-year-old age group. 
Young adults also display a definite interest in career information as they prepare to enter 
college or the workforce. Other popular categories include biography, geography, and 
science.
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Gender Issues 
Of the thousand children who responded to the survey, the gender distribution was fairly 
even. There were 49.6% male responses and 50.4% female responses in this study. The 
graph below illustrates the percent response by gender of participants.   
P er cent  R es pons e by Gender
49.6% 50.4%
0.0%
10.0%
20.0%
30.0%
40.0%
50.0%
60.0%
70.0%
80.0%
90.0%
100.0%
Male Femal e
Gender
Per cent Response
 
The following two graphs show the gender breakdowns for all the reading interest 
meta-categories. Males displayed strong interest in animals, science, biography, and 
careers. Science and biography each had over sixty informational requests from boys. 
The males in this study did not display much interest in military, jokes, love, or fantasy. 
The range of interests for females in this study was just as diverse as the males.  Females 
have a much stronger interest in animal information than their counterparts. Two hundred 
of the five hundred and four responses were related to animals. The next category that 
interested girls was science, but that number is much less than the animal category. 
Sports and literature were other significant reading interests of the female study 
participants. 
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Male Responses by Meta-category (n=496)
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Female Responses by Meta-category (n=504)
0
50
100
150
200
an
im
als
sc
ien
ce
lite
ra
tur
e
sp
ort
s
ge
og
ra
ph
y
bio
gra
ph
y
his
tor
y
co
m
pu
ter
s
he
alt
h 
ca
re
er
s
m
us
ic
ed
uc
ati
on
cr
aft
s
co
llec
tio
n
fas
hio
n/b
ea
uty
su
pe
rn
atu
ra
l
ve
hic
les fac
ts
foo
d
ga
m
es
ho
lida
ys art
ch
ildr
en
dru
gs
lan
gu
ag
es law lov
e
se
x
bu
sin
es
s
fla
gs
m
ed
ia
pir
ate
s
Reading Interest
R
e
s
p
o
n
s
e
s
Female Responses
 
 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The results of this study contained both predictable and surprising elements. I was 
not surprised that animals turned out to be one of the top categories of interest for 
participants.  This is not the first study to find results strongly supporting the animal 
genre.  Norvell found that the animal story ranked highest in fourth and sixth grade 
students.  Boys in his study put animal stories first, while girls placed them second 
(Norvell 1958).  The Chiu study and the Beta Upsilon study also ranked animals highly. 
The surprise came when the age range of animal interest was analyzed.  It was widely 
selected as an informational interest by both male and female children and young adults 
instead of being a predominately young child interest as expected.  The degree to which 
animals was selected was also surprising.  It accounts for a much higher percentage than 
any other category represented in this study. 
The absence of interest in computers by the younger children was also 
unexpected. Our nation is quickly becoming technology savvy and young children are 
learning early how to use and enjoy computers and computer programs both at home and 
in the classroom. I had expected this technology trend to affect reading interests of all 
ages. Strong interest in computer information was not seen until the children hit early 
adolescence. Thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen-year-old males and females displayed a much 
greater interest in computers than those in the younger age groups.  
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Gender differences that appeared so strongly in other reading interest studies were 
noticeable, but not quite as pronounced in all areas of this study. Both sexes expressed 
interest in animals, science, biography, and sports. This is not the only study to find such 
results. In both studies done by Wolfson and associates on reading interests and gender, 
boys and girls showed little or no difference in the categories of plants, sports, fantasy, 
social studies, and famous people (Wolfson, Manning, and Manning 1984). Perhaps girls 
are feeling less pressure to conform to past societal standards for behaviors and interests. 
One researcher, Joan Van Nord, suggests in her research conclusions that the Title IV 
action to equalize organized sports may have had a significant influence on the increased 
interest of girls in sports-related activities. The results found here would support the trend 
toward this gender neutrality. The females chose science, sports, and computers instead 
of dolls, fashion, and matters of the home. High school female students still have strong 
interest in materials dealing with love and romance, but this interest is not all 
encompassing as it was found in earlier decades. Gender neutrality was also present in 
the career category. This might be seen as a result of a large woman workforce presence 
in the post-1970s Feminist movement American society. As more and more young 
women and mothers are entering and re-entering the work environment, girls indicate an 
increasing interest in career possibilities. The roles of women in our society have changed 
and will continue to change in the coming years. Marie Rankin observed this trend in the 
post World War II years and found that the appearance of vocational fiction geared 
toward girls was an end result of the times (Rankin 1944). Reading interests of female 
children and young adults will likely change and adapt to these changes in the same way 
that they have changed since the beginnings of reading interest research.  
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 Science had greater results than expected across all age categories. The seven to 
twelve-year-olds who did not list interest in animals as their first choice often indicated 
an informational interest in some type of science. Science interest responses in the data 
set range from the solar system, black holes, and space to hurricanes, tornadoes, and 
volcanoes. Science has consistently been a popular topic with both children and young 
adults.  Prior research in the reading interest field demonstrates the continuing popularity 
of this reading interest. Science books dealing with nature, including animals, insects, and 
birds, were chosen by both boys and girls in Van Nord’s reading interest research (Van 
Nord 1980). Children of all ages continue to be fascinated by science and their reading 
interests demonstrate this timeless truth.  
Sports was one of most consistently popular categories across the wide range of 
ages included in this study. The popularity of the sports category was expected from the 
outset. Most of the prior reading interest surveys I examined for this research project 
found sports to be highly popular with children of all ages.  Students were interested in 
major sports, such as basketball, baseball, and football, but also indicated an interest in 
non-traditional sports such as scuba diving, skateboarding, dancing, and karate.  Interest 
was also seen for information on particular athletic teams or professional athletes. Sports 
requests were made more often by boys than girls, but the sports category ranked high 
overall for the girls’ interests as well.  Research findings of others supports the strong 
interest in sports found in this data set. Van Nord reported a large number of sports 
interests and a fairly even distribution of males and females who chose sports related 
books in her study (Van Nord 1980).  Sports has been and will most likely continue to be 
a favorite topic of reading interest subjects. American society is very interested in sports, 
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for health, recreational, and entertainment purposes, thus American children would 
reflect this deep interest.  We consistently advocate that children be involved and 
interested in some form of athletic activity; thus the children will consistently 
demonstrate interest in learning more on the subject. 
 The overall results of this study were quite similar to ones done in prior years, but 
contained new findings.  This study differed slightly in method and intent, but the data 
analysis found many of the same results as small interview based studies and large 
closed-question questionnaire studies.  Responses and interests are representative of 
modern society, but also support common fascinations of youth and corresponding 
reading interests.   
Suggestions for further research 
Further study of reading interests should be encouraged, but on a larger scale.  A larger 
study similar to this one would decrease the relative impact of the small “n’s” at the 
extremes of the data set.  A larger study could also expand the scope beyond North 
Carolina.  Research should include interviews for clarification of reading interests.  
Open-ended questions, such as the ones used in the State Library survey leave 
considerable room for interpretation concerning the actual information desired by the 
respondent (i.e., a response listing a particular person might refer to a request for 
biographical information, a book by that person, or a book on the sport in which that 
person is involved).  Information on geographic region could shed light on regional 
reading idiosyncrasies, and type of library (school or public) might influence reading 
interest responses; both should be considered in future studies. 
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